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THE MECHANISM OF URTICATION IN URTICARIA PIGMENTOSA
TIIOMAS S. SAUNDERS, M.D.* AND OWEN G. MILLER, M.D.
The phenomenon of urtication produced by rubbing the lesions in urticaria pigmentosa
never fails to arouse the interest of the examining physician. It has long been suspected
that the underlying mechanism was identical with that of factitious urticaria in general,
namely, traumatic liberation of histamine-like substances in the skin.
Walzer (1) attempted to demonstrate the presence of a dermographism-inducing-
principle in the blood serum of dermographic subjects. In only one case out of ten was he
successful. He repeated the same experiment in a number of cases of urticaria pigmentosa
with negative results. He concluded that the "dermographism-inducing-principle" was
not histamine or the "H substance" as suggested by Lewis (2).
It occurred to us that if the whealing principle in urticaria pigmentosa were histamine or
histamine-like substance, it could be inhibited by the use of the so-called antihistaminics
(histamine antagonists). Dr. E. H. Berger referred a patient with urticaria pigmentosa
who consented to numerous experiments. Her history was as follows:
Mrs. E. F., age 71, had large numbers of sepia-colored, small macules on the trunk and
upper extremities of ilve-years duration. They were asymptomatic. Stroking the lesions
produced urtication but no itching. She was presented before a local group of dermato-
logists, all of whom agreed to the diagnosis of urticaria pigmentosa. Histologic exami-
nation of one of the macules showed large numbers of mast cells in the cutis.
EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURES
The following experiments were performed on this patient:
1. Injection of 0.02 cc. Hapamine into lesions after stroking. Result: no inhibition of
factitious urtication.
2. Ingestion of three tablets of Pyribenzamine, 50 mgm. each, in 24-hour period prior to
testing. Result: no inhibition of factitious urtication.
3. Inunction of Pyribenzamine ointment into two macules. Result: no inhibition of
factitious urtication.
4. Intravenous injection of 25 mgm. of Benadryl. Result: complete inhibition of
factitious urtication.
5. Passive transfer of 0.1 cc. of patient's serum to skin of one of us (T. S. S.). Result:
no urtication on stroking the site of injection.
6. Attempts to perform passive transfer tests using blister fluid were unsuccessful in that
blisters could not be satisfactorily raised (tincture of iodine, tincture of cantharides, oil of
mustard, and nitrogen-mustards were employed).
SUMMARY
1. The use of antihistaminic drugs locally and by ingestion did not prevent wheal-for-
mation in a case of urticaria pigmentosa.
2. An attempt to demonstrate a "dermographism-inducing-principle" in the blood of a
ease of urticaria pigmentosa by passive transfer was unsuccessful.
3. Urtication on stroking was completely inhibited by 25 mgm. of Benadryl given
intravenously.
CONCLUSION
The inhibition of factitious urticaria (dermographism) by the use of histamine antag-
onists (beta-dimethylaminoethyl benzohydryl ether hydrochloride [Benadryl]) indicates
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that the traumatic liberation of histamine or histamine-like substances is probably largely
responsible for the phenomenon of urtication in urticaria pigmentosa.
In order to inhibit dermographism, a relatively high concentration of antihistaminic
agents in the blood was necessary. Administration of the drug by ingestion or inunction
failed, but complete inhibition of urtication was attained by intravenous administration
of Benadryl.
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